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Since the Town and Country Planning Act of 1962, in (Belgium and) Flanders, 
active work has been done on spatial policy by, among other things, drawing 
up regional and local zoning plans (gewestplan - BPAs), but since the 1990s also 
by developing spatial structure plans (structuurplannen). Meanwhile, environ-
mental policy (in a very strict meaning of the term ‘environmental’) is being 
actively pursued based on the decree on environmental policy, particularly by 
drawing up environmental policy plans. 
Spatial quality was an important concept in spatial policy at an early stage, 
when referring to aesthetic aspects. In recent years, the concept has been 
broadened to include environmental quality. However, measuring and moni-
toring environmental quality is not easy because the concept is multidimen-
sional and to a large extent subjective and context-specific. The concept of 
environmental quality can be a useful concept in the future exploration of envi-
ronmental planning. Currently, environmental quality expresses the ambition 
of spatial policy but also of health and environmental policy. 
The Spatial Structure Plan for Flanders described the concept of spatial quality 
as “the appreciation of space. (...) Spatial quality is not primarily about the 
quality of the object itself (the intrinsic characteristics of a landscape, of a city 
center, of an urban space, etc.) but about the value that is attached to it. This 
appreciation is largely determined by the involvement of the assessor (resident, 
target group, community, etc.) and not by the characteristics of the space itself. 
This appreciation is socio-cultural and therefore time-dependent.” (Ministerie 
van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap, 2004, p. 562). In terms of content, the concept 
was linked to purely spatial, physical elements such as building density, inter-
weaving, architectural qualities. 
280 281OPENING UP THE PLANNING LANDSCAPE
APPROACH ANN PISMAN
A DIFFICULT PROCESS TOWARDS CROSS-SECTORAL
ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY IN FLANDERS
integrated. The department’s core mission is to develop an integrated environ-
mental policy for space, for the environment, climate, energy and the green 
economy (Departement RV en Departement LNE, 2017). 
Initiated by the European level
Viewing environmental policy as an integration of spatial and environmental 
policy, is largely driven by the European Union. There are many examples of 
European initiatives that substantively broaden the spatial theme to more envi-
ronment-oriented themes: European (Subsidy) Policy, in general, often places 
the emphasis on integrated (cross-sectoral) area development; Cohesion policy 
focuses on border areas, macro-regions, cities and smart regional specializa-
tion; the European Rural Policy focuses on participatory rural development; the 
Urban Agenda for the EU strives for a more consistent European policy with a 
major impact on cities, and so on.(Departement Ruimte Vlaanderen, 2017) 
Influenced by European directives on environmental impact assessment 
(Europees Parlement, 2001, 2014), a more integrated policy and planning 
process will be rolled out in most countries and regions when this directive 
is implemented, taking all environmental aspects into account. In Flanders, 
spatial planning and environmental assessment have both, separately, been 
developed during the past 20-30 years. The coexistence of spatial planning 
and environmental assessment, as was the case in Flanders, does not exist in 
most countries or regions. In comparison with other European countries, the 
shift towards integration occurs relatively late in Flanders, maybe because of 
the strong and separate development of each policy theme. Overall, various 
forms of policy integration or the pursuit of a common policy agenda are clearly 
noticeable in the planning policy in the European countries.  The agenda is to 
promote better cooperation across administrative borders or with other govern- 
ment sectors such as environmental policy or regional development (Nadin et 
al., 2018). 
State of the art of the integration of environmental
and planning policies within the Netherlands
In the Netherlands, the change from space to environment is also being felt, 
both in preparatory research and policy development and in the instruments. 
In this paper we try to answer the question if there is currently in Flanders a 
direction towards an integration of spatial and environmental planning issues, 
as well as planning tools and instruments, by analyzing recent studies about 
new organizational structures and renewed instruments. The object of this inte-
grated planning is the physical living environment, defined as a coherent system 
of layers and (a)biotic flows between stocks within these layers. Buildings, 
infrastructure, water, and nature are all stocks within this physical living envi-
ronment, and these stocks change over a period of time and through interac-
tion (flows). The environmental policy focuses on (the state of) the physical 
living environment and on the organization and development of society in 
terms of their impact on this physical living environment. In recent years, there 
has been a change in terms of content and administration. The concept of envi-
ronmental planning and spatial development was launched in the 2014 Policy 
Memorandum on the Environment (Vlaams minister van Omgeving Natuur en 
Landbouw - Schauvliege, 2014). In 2017, the new Department of Environment 
& Spatial Development was officially launched. The former departments of 
Spatial Planning (RWO) and Environment, Nature and Energy (LNE) have been 
Figure 31.1 Overview of indicators of environmental quality in Flanders, 2017 
(source: Vranckx et al., 2018)
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planning. In 2015, IdeaCONSULT was commissioned by the Flemish Depart-
ment of Spatial Planning to carry out a study on the content and organization 
of the environmental policy. The researchers propose to use the following defi-
nition for environmental policy: 
“Environmental policy is: framing policy, which sets the context for space 
questions from the various sectors; and development-oriented policy, aimed at 
realizing the policy ambitions in the field of space and the environment (in con-
junction with other perspectives) (Knotter, Van Herck, & Vanoeteren van IDEA-
consult, 2015 ,p.5, translation by author).
For the framing role, especially, the integration of space and the environment 
has a potentially strong added value through the development of a single inte-
grated framework with regulations in the field of space and the environment. 
From the point of view of the development role, the added value of integration 
is somewhat less pronounced, but it is also potentially present. The environ-
mental policy can be operationalized through multidisciplinary and domain 
overarching projects and programs that result in new forms of organization 
such as project or program teams. From 2015-2016, SumResearch in cooper-
ation with Ghent University and Atelier Romain (SUMResearch, 2016), studied 
the potential harmonization of net land claims and takes of many Flemish 
policy areas. This ultimately resulted in nine selected fields of opportunity for 
cross-sectoral policy coordination, as follows:
•  Focusing on a spatial strategy for renewable energy production
•  Developing ‘qualitative spatial clustering’ 
•  Managing the spatial impact of housing needs
•  Facilitating economic activities by mixed land use
•  Steering regional climate adaptation
•  Setting the agenda for climate mitigation 
•  Integrating the regional open space policy
•  Broadening water management policy
•  Working towards environmental quality
Recently, five integrating themes for environmental planning in Flanders were 
identified (Lefeber, 2019): energy landscapes, healthy living environments, 
resilient soil and subsoil, well-accessible housing, and sustainable circular 
economy. These themes are more specific than the fields of opportunity 
selected by SumResearch and can result in new forms of organization such as 
project or program teams.
The following is a (very) concise analysis: In 2002, the Netherlands had a 
domain-specific Spatial Planning Bureau (Ruimtelijk Planbureau), responsible 
for the analysis and evaluation of spatial policy. In 2008, the Spatial Planning 
Bureau merged with the Nature and Environmental Planning Bureau (Natuur 
en Milieuplanbureau) and the Environmental Planning Bureau, and an inde-
pendent research institute in the field of the living environment, nature, and 
space was created. In addition to the Netherlands Environmental Assessment 
Agency, the Netherlands currently has two other planning agencies: the Neth-
erlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (Centraal Planbureau) and the 
Netherlands Bureau for Social and Cultural Planning (Sociaal en Cultureel 
Planbureau) (Dammers, 2017). Spatial policy was originally developed by the 
Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning, and the Environment (VROM), but in 
2010 it was integrated into the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment 
(IenM) (merged with the Ministry of Transport, Public Works, and Water Man-
agement). Recently, spatial policy was placed within the Ministry of the Interior 
and Kingdom Relations. Space has been integrated into one of the Ministry’s 
seven directorates, namely the Directorate-General for Governance, Spatial 
Affairs, and Housing. As a result, ‘space’ is no longer a clearly defined ministe-
rial competence and the term ‘spatial planning’ is no longer explicitly included 
in the title of the Ministry. 
In terms of instruments, the Environment and Planning Act is the flagship of 
environmental thinking in the Netherlands (www.omgevingswet.nl). The Envi-
ronment and Planning Act, which is expected to be implemented in 2021, inte-
grates several laws in the field of the physical living environment. These include 
subjects such as construction, the environment, water management, spatial 
planning, the preservation of monuments, and nature. The old laws are mostly 
sector-based. With the Environment and Planning Act, the Dutch government 
wants to make the legal system ‘simply better’, but de facto spatial instruments 
and instruments from other policy areas are being integrated.
State of the art integration of environmental and
planning policies in Flanders 
As stated before, the integration of environmental and planning policies in 
Flanders is fairly recent; it was launched in 2014 and implemented in 2017 
through the new Department of Environment & Spatial Development. From 
then on, many actions were undertaken to define the object of integrated 
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tal aspects and themes can be introduced or added. In the future it is inevi-
table that ‘environmental policy plans’ instead of ‘spatial policy plans’ will be 
developed, as this is announced in the policy note of the Minister. At present, 
however, there are no known initiatives to change the legal context to make 
this possible.
Environmental permits instead of building permits 
The single environmental permit came into force on 23 February 2017. It 
replaces and combines the current building permit, the socio-economic permit, 
and the former environmental permit (Vlaamse overheid coproductie van het 
departement Leefmilieu Natuur en Energie en Ruimte Vlaanderen, 2016). The 
legal construction behind this new instrument is complex. The philosophy is 
much easier. The applications for mixed projects requiring a permit that involve 
both urban development and socio-economic activities and activities with a 
potential environmental impact are successively submitted together, subjected 
to a single public inquiry, dealt with in a single round of opinions, and decided 
jointly with one and the same competent authority. 
Extensive integration of environmental and spatial planning  
instruments (MER-RUP)
On 1 July 2016, the Flemish Government ratified a decree that integrates the 
environmental impact assessment and other impact assessments into the 
planning process of a spatial implementation or zoning plan (RUP-ruimtelijk 
uitvoeringsplan). Over the past five years, many (parts of) the implementa-
tion plans have been suspended and destroyed by the Council of State, which 
highlighted the inadequate relationship between the zoning plan and the 
environmental impact assessment (MER-Milieu Effect Rapportage). The most 
important principle of the new legislation is the realization of a single process 
(and regulations) and the integration of all necessary impact assessments. In 
this process, more emphasis is placed on the participatory character (popula-
tion, advisory bodies, other actors) through informal participation tailored to 
the process and two formal consultations. For each plan, the aspects (environ- 
ment, appropriate assessment, water testing, etc.) that need to be considered 
in the process will be examined. Ultimately, the necessary impact assess-
ments will be coordinated. The changes in the regulations for spatial planning 
processes will make it possible to examine environmental aspects, especially 
space and the environment, but also other aspects such as water, mobility, etc. 
simultaneously, and at the right time in the planning process, to include the 
results of the research and participation in the final implementation plan. 
Focus on environmental tools and instruments
One of the most striking trends in recent years has been the thematic broad-
ening of spatial planning to the environment, particularly in the application of 
tools and instruments (Pisman, Vanacker, Willems, Engelen, & Poelmans, 2018). 
It is part of a global European trend that is increasingly striving for common 
policy agendas across the various policy areas (Nadin et al., 2018). In recent 
years and months, many planning instruments in Flanders have been changed 
(Pisman, 2017). 
No more spatial structure plans but more general policy plans 
Since the decree on spatial planning in 1996, spatial policy in Flanders has 
been laid down in terms of content in spatial structure plans (Van Butsele et al., 
2017). At the end of 2017, the plan figure of the structural plan is replaced by the 
‘policy plan’. ‘A spatial policy plan consists of a strategic vision and one or more 
policy frameworks which together provide the basis for the desired spatial 
development. The spatial policy plan has the intention to lead to effective 
changes on the field. The strategic vision includes a long-term vision for spatial 
development. A policy framework contains operational policy choices for the 
medium term and action programs for a theme or for a region. Policy frame-
works describe, among other things, how and with whom the desired spatial 
development will be realized (Een ruimtelijk beleidsplan bestaat uit een strate-
gische visie en een of meer beleidskaders die samen het kader aangeven voor 
de gewenste ruimtelijke ontwikkeling. Het ruimtelijk beleidsplan is realisatie-
gericht. De strategische visie omvat een langetermijnvisie voor de ruimtelijke 
ontwikkeling. Een beleidskader bevat operationele beleidskeuzes voor de mid-
dellange termijn en actieprogramma’s voor een thema of voor een gebiedsdeel. 
Beleidskaders beschrijven onder meer hoe en met wie de gewenste ruimtelijke 
ontwikkeling wordt gerealiseerd)’ (Vlaamse Regering, 2017).
It is remarkable that the new planning instruments do not yet refer to the term 
‘environment’, but instead explicitly refer to a spatial policy plan. Contrary to 
the definition of structure planning, it is striking that the concepts of ‘spatial 
structure’ and ‘elements determining the structure’ have been replaced by 
‘spatial development’. Spatial development is defined in the White Paper of 
the Flanders Spatial Policy Plan as the result of cooperation between govern-
ments, social organizations, citizens, and businesses. (Departement Ruimte 
Vlaanderen, 2017). Since reference is made to several actors, actors outside 
the physical space policy area will potentially be involved and environmen-
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The difficult road trip to an integrated, 
cross-sectoral environmental policy in Flanders
Finally, all these studies and efforts for a new organizational structure, and 
renewed instruments, should contribute to an integrated, cross-sectoral envi-
ronmental policy. The analysis in this paper shows that many steps have already 
been taken, including the restructuring of the organization and the develop-
ment of a number of crucial new tools and instruments. The initiative of the 
Environment and Planning Act in the Netherlands also deserves to be followed 
up in Flanders. The current new instruments in Flanders aim at environ- 
mental thinking, and often integrate existing procedures, but are currently trans-
lated into legislation in a very complex way, therefore an administrative simpli- 
fication is required.
Some insights from the analyses may be useful to continue working in the 
future, such as the suggestions to work with transversal projects and programs 
and to work in an even more place-based manner. 
Today, however, there is still a major challenge in terms of content. On 30 
November 2016, the Flemish Government approved the White Paper ‘Flanders 
Spatial Policy Plan’. According to the Flemish Government, this White Paper is 
seen as a ‘first step in environmental thinking’. However, the further elaboration 
of the White Paper in the Flanders Spatial Policy Plan has failed in recent years. 
The operationalization of the development principles of the White Paper in an 
integrated spatial and environmental policy is the challenge for the future. The 
further implementation of the concept of environmental quality (see box) also 
fits within this substantive challenge for the coming years. Hans Leinfelder’s 
thesis on the Plandag in 2015 is still relevant: “The environmental policy 
discourse is mainly created by first changing the procedures and only then 
thinking about the content (Het omgevingsbeleidsdiscours komt (..) vooral tot 
stand door eerst de procedures op de schop te nemen en pas dan te denken 
over de inhoud)” (Leinfelder, 2015). 
Concurrently, consensus is growing on the importance of an actor-relational 
approach to develop a successful cross-sectoral environmental policy. This 
would include the tools, instruments, and other aspects of the institutional 
context; the physical living environment; as well as the leading actors who will 
be needed to accomplish the narratives of the White Paper. 
Case: from spatial quality to environmental
quality
Recently, by order of the department of Envi-
ronment & Spatial Development and to gain 
insight into environmental quality on a regional 
scale, ‘miROK’: a measuring tool for regional 
environmental quality within Flanders, was 
developed (Vranckx, Hambsch, & Bomans, 
2018). This can be seen as a first attempt to 
address environmental quality in a more inte-
grative and scientific context. The regional 
environmental quality is measured by a set of 
14 indicators. These are indicators that come 
from the initial environmental domain and 
refer to noise and air pollution, the risk of heat 
stress, soil pollution, etc. But these indicators 
are also related to spatial characteristics such 
as the number of buildings situated within the 
city or village centers, the presence of facilities 
and public transport, etc. 
The instrument gives a good overview of the 
objective component of environmental quality 
but does not offer a solution for its subjective 
 
and context-related aspects. The interpreta-
tion of the quality of the environment in a par-
ticular place is not easy and gives rise to new 
but interesting discussions among experts. In 
urban areas, for example, traffic-related noise 
and air pollution by NO2 are relatively high on 
average, yet these environments are seen as 
the preferential residential environments to be 
developed for the future. Further densification 
of these urban environments without actively 
working to reduce air pollution is no longer an 
option. At the same time, the individual appre-
ciation of environmental quality must also be 
considered. Those with an urban lifestyle may 
not mind living further away from open space, 
in an urban environment, with more noise 
pollution, if this is compensated by a higher 
range of facilities and high-performance public 
transport within walking distance. In order to 
make this type of assessment, further research 
is needed, in which the actor-network approach 
can provide interesting insights. 
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